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TO SHAKE
TO SHATTER

Reflective Essay

Sydney Whitten

INTRODUCTION
To Shake, To Shatter is a photographic series that explores themes of age, memory, deconstruction of belief and
family. This work uses portraits, rephotographed video stills and landscapes to articulate these themes. In this reflective
essay I will introduce works from artists such as Richard Prince, Carolina Saez, David Alekhuogie, Larry Sultan, and
Ana Mendieta. The notions of identity can be seen throughout the works I have chosen to discuss. Work from these
artists inspired my process as well as the photographs that make up To Shake, To Shatter, a work that is fundamentally
an exploration of identity. I will explore their influence, while relating this work to the larger canon and scope of art
photography.
To Shake, To Shatter began with a curiosity with my immediate family video archive. A portion of this work are
reproductions of video stills. The stills are carefully selected from VHS movies and rephotographed on large format
film. The scenes often depict a young girl, a young boy and a mother. Through mining this archive, I was forced to
look deeper into two sections of time – past and present. I began to ask myself; do I recognize the little girl in those
images? Is that still me? The past year and half I have experienced great challenge with personal values I once held
dear. My relationship with religion and the meaning those associated beliefs once contributed to my life significantly
changed. I found the events in our country and world the past year to be incredibly challenging and disorienting in
that regard. I began to see the ways my Christian background had failed to equip me with the tools I needed to love
my neighbor and myself, in the ways the present moment was teaching me to. My foundation shattered; my worldview became a brand-new terrain. The act of deconstructing these beliefs has forced me to look at my past, in ways I
hadn’t before.
The selected video stills inspire motifs of family, person hood,
construction, identity and livelihood. The video stills are distorted through printing. The quality is distorted, and the color is
much different. These rephotographed images are not intended to accurately depict these memories. The intention is to
watch as they interact with the scenery that surrounds them.
The relationship between the past (the video stills) and present (the landscape) is depicted. The stills are intentionally
displayed in often upright, or laid positioning. As illustrated in
Figure 1, the print seems to be standing on its own while
carefully and dependently leaning on the adjacent fence.

Figure 1: Untitled, Sydney Whitten, 2020.

In the video still, we see a scene of two children, one interacting with the camera and one blurred by motion. The shadow
through the fence, interacts by happenstance with the blurred figure, a young boy. The presence of the young boy in this
scene is my brother. He has since estranged himself from myself and our parents, for unknown reasons. He now feels like
a stranger, but the video stills preserve his memory. Resembling a selected image from Redshift by Carolina Saez, the
bird and the boy both obstruct the scene (fig. 2). The ambiguous motion present in these scenes provide feelings of
separation. The subject of the image seems to be entering and exiting in one fluid motion. The subject is nonetheless still
captured within the frame, preserving its existence. The memories rephotographed in my present-day environment have
provided an opportunity for me to return to the events of my childhood and ponder on the ways they informed my understanding of my personhood and individual identity.
THEME
In what ways does our past remain present? How do the
constructions linger and infect the present self? What happens
when we look back on our childhood as adults? How much
clearer does the presence of social, religious and gender
construction become? These are questions I asked myself that
conceptually carried the making of these photos, and that I
answered through the completion of this thesis. Throughout the
project, you will see me interacting with the scenes in three
Figure 2: Untitled Image, Redshift, Carolina Saez, 2019.

ways: laying down in a field, sitting with the video stills placed
on my back, and my shadow painting an image on my bedroom
wall. In the image titled, Sydney, where I am seen interacting
with a field, I am stepping into a landscape that is rich with
history, my family home. Laying down in this field, displays the
contrast between my current self and my childhood self. My
body enters into the landscape of the past. This causes my
body to become the landscape. In the self-portrait Untitled, I am
presented in an exposed fashion, shirtless with childhood
memories displayed on my back. This same dichotomy is
explored further. The video stills display the past, and my body

Figure 3: Shadow Hand, Sydney Whitten. 2021.

represents the present. Although, not only does my body in this

image represent my present self, but it also represents the way our memories carry into the present, as they are
displayed plainly on my bare skin. My present self intimately interacts with her past self. My body becomes the landscape. Lastly, with the image titled Shadow Hand, my hand is seen as a shadow displayed across my bedroom wall. In
this image, my present self-shifts this narrative by interacting with my present reality. Shadow Hand and the self-portrait
Untitled, are a duo that ultimately express the intended narrative of this project. Throughout this work we see my process
of exploring my identity.

I encounter my past self in the video stills and begin to reconcile with her through rephotographing them. We then see the
ways my relationship with my past self, changed. An observation of self, changes into an interaction with self. Past Sydney
and present Sydney, initially oppose each other at a distance, as they attempt to resolve the issue of identity. Then, the
two interact more intimately through the laying in the field and the scenes placed on my back. Lastly, we then reach the
resolution: the girl waves, through an ambiguous shadow. This image feels to me, like a sigh of relief. The two finally meet.
STYLISTIC + CONCEPTUAL INFLUENCES
When exploring further the presence of these video stills and
what they conceptually add to this work, I am reminded of the
appropriated work by Richard Prince. Through his rephotographing of the Marlboro advertisements in 1989, (fig. 4),
Although controversially, Prince caused many to become
curious about authorship and ownership, according to an
article published by M+B Photo. Although my photographs
differ in many ways, conceptually and stylistically from Richard
Prince, I perceive the act of rephotographing the home movie

Figure 4: (Untitled) Cowboy, Richard Prince, 1989.

stills as a form of appropriation. By definition, appropriation is “the practice of using pre-existing objects or images with
little transformation of the original,” according to Tate Galleries. Richard Prince’s (Untitled) Cowboy is a reproduction of
someone else’s image. This is an outright, blatant use of pre-existing imagery. The contrast between appropriating
advertisement and archive comes into question. Rephotographing my childhood video stills is a way of exploring the
themes that appropriation allows, such as taking ownership of our family archive and making our past our own through
rephotographing. Does my presence in these video stills inherently give me ownership over them? Are they free for me
to use or are they someone else’s property? These are questions I have returned to through the process of making
these images. Appropriating stills from my own childhood, provides a commentary on the deconstruction of my personal
identity. The presence of appropriation implies the presence of a commentary on the included images. Richard Prince,
desired to communicate a dissatisfaction with America’s infatuation with the “masculine.” My use of appropriation
provides a commentary on our collective past’s influence on our identity as we age, and one’s desire to deconstruct
these structures.
The photographing of the stills explores the use of shadow, light and obstruction. I found these printed stills to interact
hauntingly and romantically with the light and the shadows of the now, providing a landscape to be experienced. These
techniques and stylistic elements, illustrate a newfound communion with a child and an adult, past self and present self,
through my returning to their scenes. Personal identity and a reconning with childhood construction are in contrast with
each other in this image. The work of David Alekhuogie, to live & die in LA influenced the making and understanding of
these images. to live & to die in LA explores bodies as landscapes and black male masculinity. Alekhuogie used his
own images from the Pull-Up series, which were close up images of waistbands and pants, and re-photographed them.
(fig. 5).

Alekhuogie also explores appropriating your own work, through
rephotographing images from the Pull Up series. He used “flora
and famed light of Los Angeles”, stated the press release
(Alekhuogie, 2018). These interacting elements distort the
perspective of the original image. Conceptually my work contrasted with Alkehuogie’s is incredibly different.
Our work is informed by assumingly different experiences,
upbringings and privileges, I as a white woman and he as a Black
man. Although, my work is stylistically informed by Alkehuogie’s
use of shadow and light. There are many outside elements that

Figure 5: Untitled image, to live & to die in LA, David
Alekhuogie, 2018.

interact with his original photos, such as leaves and flowers. His
images are collage-like, providing layers and depth. The interacting elements allow for the body to become the landscape. Emulating Alkehuogie’s landscapes, these ideas are called upon in
figure 6, as a young girl peers seemingly into the lens of the
camera, through the obstruction of dried brush. This use of
shadow and depth allows for the scene to transcend into the
present. A “looking back” occurs as the past entangles itself with
the present. The body becomes the landscape. A series of five
images of this style were selected to be included in the final

Figure 6: Bangs, Sydney Whitten, 2020.

project.
Through a visit home I was forced to deepen my preoccupation with my past and its entanglement with my present self.
As I returned to the familiar landscapes of my youth, I was struck by the connection I felt to the land and its imagery. Larry
Sultan’s Pictures from Home provides influence for the images photographed in my hometown of Carlock, Illinois. Sultan,
in a similar way also explores the family archive. The use of the archive provides the viewer with a deeper understanding
of the intention of the work, which is commentary on the American family, age and identity. Depicted in an included image,
opening the project, is a boy stepping through a red hoop, held by his father (fig. 7). The viewer may assume that the
young boy is Sultan, but it is left anonymous. In a similar way, To Shake, To Shatter begins with the presence of stills
featuring an unnamed little girl. The viewer might ask, who is this? This allows for an opportunity to illustrate the ways I’ve
peered at the photos asked the same question. How do I, as a 22-year-old woman, look back into the eyes of this young
girl? I am told that this is me, but I am left without a trace of memory. Her eyes peer into mine, depicting a longing to be
recognized. It seems to hold a mirror, presenting an opportunity, forcing an awareness of time, the presence of change,
all the while assisting in the development of identity. Sultan’s statement reads, “I realize that beyond the rolls of film and
the few good pictures, the demands of my project and my confusion about its meaning, is to wish to take photography
literally. To stop time.” (Sultan, 1992).

The use of the archive, as well as the inclusion of portraits of
his parents, allow for a gained understanding of Sultan’s
emotional process. To Shake, To Shatter, also utilizes the
presence of still lives to emphasize themes of personal
identity, relationship with oneself and the act of reconciling
with our past. In Figure 8, a frozen blue lake is depicted. A
white snow frame creates a circle, as brown sticks reach
towards the center out from beneath the ice. A viewer could
Figure 7: Pictures from Home, Larry Sultan, 1992.

wonder if they are cold or if they are simply frozen. Perhaps
the ice preserves the memory, as the onlooker thaws from a
past self. The emphasis of the motif is deepened. Pictures
from Home is a story about time and the inevitable reality of
age. In difference and in likeness, the images created for To
Shake, To Shatter, also compose a narrative on the same
ideas.
Redshift by Carolina Saez is a photographic story of ambiguous portraits and landscapes, one that most influentially
informed decisions I made in regard to my work, both
conceptually and stylistically. The images depict a narrative

Figure 8: Ice, Sydney Whitten, 2020.

of age, new life and the comfort of childhood. Saez explains,
“unlike with light or sound, there is no way for us to mark the
movement of time away from us, as present becomes past.”
She goes on to say, “this work is an attempt to imagine that
process of time moving away from us and preserve what is
yet within our grasp” (Saez, 2019). Featured in Figure 9, a
body is depicted floating in bright green water. This image
closes the project and provides a bird’s eye view, referencing
the image of the bird previously mentioned. The perspective
is effective in communicating the freedom and innocence of
youth, while the viewer watches from a far-away glance. This
far away glance assumes that the viewer understands
something the subject does not. In Figure 10 selected from
To Shake, To Shatter, a similar position is found in a field. A
girl lays. The distant perspective draws a line between the

Figure 9: Redshift, Carolina Saez, 2019.

subject and the viewer.

The innocence of youth is explored through the subject, while inevitable age is investigated through the perspective. The
inclusion of this image establishes the theme of identity and my search for relationship with oneself. Stylistically, the
images featured in Redshift, also informed by approach. The images are low-contrast and have a muted tone. These
decisions were intentional in order to allow for a seamless connection between the video stills and the landscapes. The
printed stills, having not been manipulated, were low contrast once they were printed. My personal editing style is often
closely related to work of Saez, although the color and tone was an intentional choice for this work. The muted tones and
low contrast allowed for an even playing field amoung all the images, while illustrating the emotion of the piece, which is
melancholy, somber and delicate.
The self-portraits depicted in To Shake, To Shatter,
portray a performance. The capturing of the self-portraits required a physical commitment to the conceptual intention of the work. Ana Mendieta’s work, a
Cuban born and American raised woman and photographer from the 1980’s, influenced the self-portraits photographed for this project. In Untitled (Glass
on Body Imprints), photographed in 1972 and printed
in 1997, Mendieta presses glass in various positions
of her nude body, illustrating a painful and dangerous
experience (fig. 11).
Figure 10: Sydney, Sydney Whitten, 2020.

These images are performative by nature and stark in their
simplicity. The terrain of her skin tells a story of the feminine.
The glass is the conduit of story and manipulation. The
glass forcefully controls her vulnerable frame, in a way that
is shocking and challenging to perceive as the viewer.
Mendieta’s work inspired the idea for my self-portrait where
stills are printed on adhesive paper and placed on the naked
Figure 11: Untitled (Glass on Body Imprints, Sydney
Whitten, 2020.

back (fig. 12). Clearly, through the materials chosen, my
approach is less overt.

Although Mendieta’s performance is more gruesome, more explicit and more exposed, my image is informed by her
aesthetic decisions to capture the portrait against a white background. This allows for no mistake regarding the subject
of the piece. Her performance is an effective use of her physical body to portray a powerful message. My bare skin
creates a landscape for these childhood recollections. They are placed on the back of the subject to illustrate the weight
of our past and its memories. A hand reaches around the body, to brush the face of the same young girl, in an effort to
establish identity. Past intertwines present. The body becomes the landscape.

PRESENTATION
To Shake, To Shatter was presented in an exhibition. As
pictured below, the space is comprised by metal walls and
drywall. This environment, unique in nature, required for the
images to interact with the environment. This provided the
work with a final landscape. The book, Inside the White
Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space, by Brian
O’Doherty, explores the relationship between photograph,
gallery and viewer. The text reads, “space was clarified not
only in the picture, but in the place where the picture
hangs” (O’Doherty, 39).
Figure 12: Untitled, Sydney Whitten, 2021.

This illustrates the opportunity of the gallery space. The images were displayed in varying arrangements. When observing the images and their conceptual content, four of the five images with video stills, seemed to connect as a grid (4x4).
These images, as they immediately introduce the viewer with the initial conflict of observing the past self, were fitting to
be presented together. A single landscape that emerged as the most intriguing and encompassing of the concept, was
presented solo on a wall. I then displayed the three landscapes, captured in Illinois, in a single line. These images also
emerged as cohesive, through their location captured, as well as their absence of video stills. The presentation of these
three images, illustrated to the viewer that a shift was occurring. The video stills were absent and in their place was a
new subject. On the adjacent wall, the conclusion of the exhibition, presented Shadow Hand and the self-portrait Untitled.
These two images round out the concept through their contrasting location, differing tones and a shift in perspective. The
images were displayed on foam-board and attached to the wall using a variety of methods. Referring to the above quote,
from Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space, the relationship between the one who perceives, and the
presented work is one that coincides. Images inevitably interact with the space, providing an immersive experience to the
viewer. The landscape portrayed in the images, transcends the confides of the borders and includes the light, setting and
textures of the room. This reality allows the onlooker access to inhabit the landscape portrayed in the image. An exhibition offers an opportunity for the spectator to quite supernaturally transcend the confines of a photograph. The viewer is
made aware of the physical space while encountering the depicted images. This relationship affords the photographs an
opportunity to guide its viewer. The images are created from an emotional experience, for an emotional experience.
Through the immersive experience of the exhibit, the viewer is able to experience the perspective of the artist. This
hopefully inspires a vulnerable and intimate connection between the viewers personal experiences and the photographs.
To Shake, To Shatter, is a personal project that depicts the intersection between past and present self. Through
the use of the family archive, To Shake, To Shatter depicts the story of a girl seeing a woman and a woman seeing a girl.
Through self-portraits, landscapes and still lives, a narrative is presented: the past entangles with the present and a body
becomes the landscape.
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